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Women Growing Older: Agency, Ethnicity 
and Culture
n Sharon Wray
University of Huddersfield
ABSTRACT
This article considers the extent to which gerontological theories, that highlight
the problems associated with later life, reflect the experiences of older women
across ethnic and cultural difference. It is based on an ESRC research study exam-
ining women’s experiences of growing old across ethnicity and culture. Concepts
that are often used to measure these experiences include ‘quality of life’ and ‘suc-
cessful ageing’.These are linked to other culturally related concepts such as agency,
self-autonomy, independence and dis/empowerment.Yet, while it is the case that
the meanings attached to these concepts change according to locality and context,
they are often applied in a way that reifies dominant values and perceptions.
Central to this article is the contention that gerontological approaches have often
made ethnic and cultural experiences of later life invisible. Further, such
approaches have assumed that agency is something that is either present or absent
and that this is linked almost exclusively to income, housing, and other structures.
A key argument is that this has led to an overstatement of the effects of structural
disadvantage and a neglect of the diverse individual and collective strategies
women use to maintain agency and control in later life. Empirical evidence pre-
sented in the article suggests there are significant cultural differences in the mean-
ings older women attach to self-fulfilment and ‘successful ageing’.
KEY WORDS
agency / cultural diversity / empowerment / later life / self-fulfilment / social
gerontology
erontology has too often theorized later life as a time when the needs of
individuals increase and activity and income decrease (see for example,
Cumming and Henry, 1966; Fennell et al., 1988; Posner, 1995; Taylor and
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Gilmore, 1982). There has been a tendency to overemphasize the effects of
structural disadvantages and overlook the power of women to resist and trans-
form social structures. This is not to deny the significance of income and other
structural features of life, but rather to argue that the inadequacy of these does
not always lead to women feeling they have little control in their lives. Further,
the main focus of gerontology is on measuring ‘quality of life’, dependency and
care issues (Smith, 2000).
The article takes issue with theorizations of later life that have, almost
exclusively, concentrated on British stereotypes of ageing. Ultimately this
excludes, by definition, alternative understandings and experiences of later life
from theoretical and policy developments. This is apparent in the current social
gerontological obsession with western biomedical or welfare problems associ-
ated with growing older (Phillipson, 1998). Yet gerontology has done little to
investigate the diversity of meanings attached to concepts like quality of life and
empowerment which are often used uncritically despite their cultural specificity.
Whilst gender has recently been ‘added’ to the research agenda of gerontology,
the links between ageing, gender and ethnicity are still largely neglected. This is
despite the fact that an awareness of the connections between ethnicity and age-
ing is central to understanding what it means to grow old in western society. It
is the case that examples of research that set out to investigate this are sparse
and often focus on the links between ethnicity, ageing and structural constraint
(see e.g. Blakemore and Boneham, 1994; Markides, 1989; Markides and
Mindel, 1987). Cross-cultural gerontology has tended to describe and compare
the different experiences of older people and the policies that cater for them in
different countries. What it has not done is adjust the concept and measures
used in order to explain what constitutes agency and empowerment in later life
across ethnicity and culture. Subsequently, the variety of meanings attached to
fulfilment and happiness for older women are excluded by definition.
The first section of the article provides a methodological outline of the
research on which this article is based. In the next section I briefly clarify my
usage of the terms empowerment, agency and ‘successful ageing’. The third sec-
tion evaluates current perspectives on later life. The fourth section provides
empirical examples of different notions of agency and ‘successful ageing’.
Following this the fifth section considers the applicability of concepts of qual-
ity of life, ‘successful ageing’ and empowerment, across culture. For example,
what does quality of life mean to older women across cultural diversity? Also,
how do notions of successful ageing change across ethnicity and culture? The
article concludes by arguing for a culturally sensitive theoretical framework
with which to analyse ageing (Torres, 1999).
Methodology
This article is based on the findings of a research study funded by the Economic
and Social Research Council (ESRC), in the context of its Growing Older
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Programme.1 A key aim of the Growing Older Programme is to examine fac-
tors influencing the quality of life and well being of older people in Britain. In
this article the concept of ‘quality of life’ is understood as contextually located
and constructed from values that constantly fluctuate. Subsequently it is based
on the research participants’ interpretation of it.
The research compares the experiences of older women from different eth-
nic groups focusing on their perceptions and evaluations of quality of life
(Afshar et al., 2002). Ethnic groupings were defined in accordance with the par-
ticipants definitions and included: English, British Muslim, African-Caribbean,
Dominican, British-Irish, Pakistani, British-Polish, Indian and Bangladeshi.
Participants were advised about the aims of the research and the areas of their
lives they would be asked to talk about, which included life history, age, health
and physicality, income, ethnic background, family and social networks, inter-
ests and work. A priority of the research was to examine how the perspectives
of women were ethnically differentiated.
In-depth semi-structured interviews and focus groups were conducted with
170 women aged between 60 and 80 years, over a six-month period. These
took place at community centres, the participant’s home and Sikh and Hindu
Temples. Focus groups averaged one hour in length and interviews between
twenty minutes and two hours. Due to the range of languages spoken by the
participants one of the focus groups and a small number of interviews took
place with an interpreter present. This raised a number of methodological issues
relating to the construction and conceptualization of meaning across language
(Wray, 2001).
Defining Empowerment,Agency and ‘Successful Ageing’
An assertion of this article is that the capacity to refuse to submit to constraints
is not simply linked to economic advantage and disadvantage alone.
Empowerment is a slippery concept and is often implicitly associated with
notions of homogenous communities and common goals and interests. To illus-
trate, the idea of empowerment has often been used to encourage women
towards greater self-reliance and to take action against inequalities. As Long
and Long (1992) point out:
Although the word [empowerment] has become wedded to a discourse that stresses
the need to ‘listen to the people’ and to understand the ‘reasoning behind local
knowledge’ in order to arrive at appropriate alternatives ‘from below’, it is difficult
to deny the connotation it carries of an ‘injection of power’ from outside aimed at
changing the balance of forces (.) No matter how firm the commitment to good
intentions, the notion of ‘powerful insiders’ slips constantly in (cited in Bowes,
1996: 5).
While it is beyond the remit of this article to discuss the different uses of this
concept in detail, it is important to clarify its usage in the article. The term
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empowerment is used to refer to both the indicators of women’s empowerment,
such as access to resources and achievement, and the processes that shape
empowerment (Kabeer, 1999). Nevertheless, access to resources alone does not
translate into empowerment, but is also related to perceptions of their value. As
Kabeer notes:
Access to new resources may open up new possibilities for women, but they are
unlikely to seek to realise these possibilities in uniform ways. Instead, they will be
influenced by the intersection of social relations and individual histories which form
the vantage point from which they view these new possibilities. (1999: 460)
It is clear that empowerment, as a conceptual category, requires further devel-
opment if it is to uncover the connections between age, gender and ethnicity.
Agency is a term that is also used in this article and requires clarification. I
use it to refer to ‘the meaning, motivation and purpose which individuals bring
to their activity, their sense of agency, or the ‘power within’ (Kabeer, 1999:
438). It is defined as the ever-present possibility of individuals to act in a way
that generates feelings of power and control, it is not something that people
either do or do not possess. Rather it is a creative capacity that is irreducible to
structural conditions (Shilling, 1997).
The notion of ‘successful ageing’ can be traced to 1944 and the American
Social Science Research Council’s decision to establish the Committee on Social
Adjustment to Old Life (Torres, 1999). Successful ageing has been linked to a
person’s ability to adapt to changes in the body, mind and/or environment
(Baltes and Baltes, 1990; Baltes and Carstensen, 1996; Fischer and Specht,
1999). This places the emphasis on an individual’s ability to cope and/or have
a ‘positive’ attitude:
Successful agers continue to grow and learn as they use past experience to cope with
the present and set goals for future development. (Fischer, 1995 cited in Fischer and
Specht, 1999: 458)
Such conceptualizations of successful ageing are founded on notions of learn-
ing from past experiences rather than living with and through new diverse expe-
riences. In the context of this article ‘successful ageing’ will be regarded as
problematic on two accounts. First, it is based on dominant assumptions about
what constitutes contentment in later life. Second, this denies or marginalizes
the diverse ethnic and cultural experiences of older people and, correspond-
ingly, the constellation of factors that contribute towards happiness as they
grow older.
Previous conceptualizations of later life
There are a number of ways of theorizing later life and the ageing process.
There are those that focus on negative factors and the ‘needs’ associated with
ageing. Here there is a tendency to argue that growing older is synonymous
514 Sociology Volume 37 n Number 3 n August 2003
034427 Wray  3/7/2003  10:21 am  Page 514
 at Open University Library on July 5, 2011soc.sagepub.comDownloaded from 
with decrepitude, poverty, poor housing, care issues and a loss of self-autonomy
and independence (Morgan, 1992; Peace, 1990; Posner, 1995; Taylor and
Gilmore, 1982). Accordingly, quality of life is linked to the impact of income,
housing and other material factors on the opportunities, activities and roles of
older people. Role theory, disengagement theory and continuity theory are
examples of approaches that have previously dominated gerontology. Both role
theory and disengagement theory are based on the view that ‘normal’ ageing
requires individuals to withdraw from previous activities and roles, to ‘disen-
gage’ from society. An assumption is that older people will become less physi-
cally active and therefore have to accept fundamental changes to their lifestyles.
These approaches emphasize how older people adjust to later life following, for
example, retirement and widowhood (see e.g. Cumming and Henry, 1961). It is
not difficult to criticize these theories for their failure to move beyond gender
stereotypes and the assumption that ‘successful ageing’ is dependent on indi-
vidual acceptance of a less active role in society (Bernard and Meade, 1993).
Both agency and empowerment are either ignored or seen as an effect of adjust-
ment to a declining part in society.
In contrast, a number of writers have concentrated on the positive aspects
of growing older (see e.g. Biggs, 1993, 1997; Bytheway, 1995; Fennell et al.,
1988; Laslett, 1987, 1989). The emphasis here is on the ability of individuals
to manage the ageing process and resist stereotypes of old age. An example of
this type of approach is activity theory which is based on the premise that
remaining active is synonymous with ‘ageing successfully’ (see e.g. Hurd, 1999;
Laslett, 1989; Wilson, 2000). Here the focus shifts from disengagement;
instead, later life is seen as a time of new opportunity and freedom from respon-
sibility. Laslett’s (1989) conceptualization of the ‘third age’ illustrates this type
of approach. He argues there are four distinct life stages or ages. During the first
age of ‘youth’ dependency is seen as the norm. In contrast independence, matu-
rity and family and social responsibilities characterize the second age. The third
age is conceptualized as a time when individuals are able to pursue interests, as
family and work place responsibilities decrease. Laslett associates the fourth age
with dependence and decrepitude. Such an approach is problematic because it
does not challenge commonly used conceptual measures, such as quality of life
and empowerment, and consider how they change across culture.
Moreover, what actually constitutes agency in later life is not discussed in
Laslett’s account. This is partly because he views control in later life as synony-
mous with financial planning and participation in activities. Yet it is clear that
many older people do sustain control and autonomy even though they have less
income. Moreover, women often find they gain new caring responsibilities dur-
ing the third age such as caring for grandchildren (Gibson, 1999; Plaza, 2000). It
is also likely that ethnic and cultural differences in lifestyle, household composi-
tion and gender relations will play a part in defining the responsibilities of later
life. It is the case that Laslett’s use of concepts such as freedom and opportunity
is culturally specific to western society. He makes no attempt to step outside pre-
vailing definitions of these terms and this limits his understanding of what it
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means to age successfully. Further, this approach fails to shift the way older iden-
tities and bodies are constructed as subaltern to younger identities and bodies.
Arguably it ‘further stigmatises those elderly people who are outside the new
frame of reference’ (Irwin, 1999: 695). It does not challenge the obsession with
youth that dominates western society, but instead reinforces it.
A further area of study is that of cross-cultural gerontology. The focus here
is on ageing in relation to culture, ethnicity, the experiences of ethnic minori-
ties, and the migration of older people (Torres, 1999). Despite this, gerontolog-
ical research remains ‘culturally oblivious’, with researchers often applying the
same measures and concepts to different cultures regardless of their relevance
(Torres, 1999: 34). A glance at research in this area reveals it is often based on
descriptive accounts of ethnicity and ageing and lacks a culturally sensitive the-
oretical framework (see e.g. Blakemore and Boneham, 1994; Keith et al., 1994;
Kertzer and Keith, 1984; Markides and Mindel, 1987).
This is also evident in anthropological research on wellbeing in later life
carried out by Keith et al. (1990, 1994). The research aimed to gain an insight
into the cultural construction of wellbeing, ‘health and functionality’ and kin-
ship, within seven different locations. It set out to ‘chart the pathways that dif-
ferent cultures provide to achieve a successful old age’ (Ikels et al., 1995: 304).
Although there is some discussion of different perceptions of successful ageing,
the development of theoretical links between culture and the construction of
successful ageing are undeveloped. Similarly, theoretical concepts such as
agency and resistance are ignored and notions of empowerment and successful
ageing used instead.
More recently, feminist perspectives have highlighted the neglect of gender
issues in gerontology (see e.g. Arber and Ginn, 1995; Bernard and Meade,
1993; Ginn and Arber, 1993; Maynard, 1999). Bernard and Meade (1993) pro-
pose a feminist perspective on ageing that does not take previous theories as a
starting point. They criticize social gerontology for its focus on negative aspects
of ageing and its inattention to gender. A key argument is that ‘it is the struc-
tures, policies and ideology of western capitalist society that are a major cause
of women’s relative social and economic powerlessness’ (Bernard and Meade,
1993: 1). Correspondingly, Arber and Ginn (1995) argue that although women
predominate in later life, the connections between gender and ageing have been
ignored. They point out that the roles and relationships of women and men dif-
fer throughout the life course and their experiences of ageing reflect this. Yet
despite this, social gerontology has failed to examine the sexism and ageism that
construct a double standard of ageing and its effects on women (Ginn and
Arber, 1993).
Although feminist scholarship has drawn our attention to women’s experi-
ences of ageing, the focus remains on the problems of later life. This is appar-
ent in Arber and Ginn’s (1991) discussion of gender and later life, which
considers the material constraints of later life. Much of their analysis centres on
the connections between class and gender inequalities. This means that concepts
such as dependency and autonomy are discussed, almost exclusively, in relation
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to personal care services and resources. However, in British society these con-
cepts are saturated with individualistic values and ideals of separateness and
self-sufficiency (Grimshaw, 1986). Subsequently, their applicability to other cul-
tures is extremely questionable.
More usefully, Hockey and James (1993) outline three types of power
source that may be mobilized against potentially ageist discourse. First, wealth
and/or social status derived from class position, ethnicity and gender. Second,
identity management aimed at resisting potentially stigmatizing identities.
Third, a celebration of the marginality/outsiderness of ageing so that ‘power
comes from asserting their position on the margins, a position from which to
challenge negative stereotypes through which they are perceived’ (Hockey and
James, 1993: 170). The possibilities available to women to transcend imposed
restrictions are evident in this conceptualization. The potential for happiness
and agency is not reduced to personality adaptation and/or the presence of
wealth alone; rather it is constituted within a shifting spectrum of intercon-
nected gendered life course issues
To summarize, central to this article is the argument that the emphasis on
problems in later life ignores women’s potential to transform and resist social
and economic constraints. It is evident that little attempt has been made to con-
sider how ethnicity and culture affect the forms agency might take. The discus-
sion has highlighted the following issues for further investigation in the next
section of this article. First, the tendency of social gerontology to concentrate
on issues relating to the problems of later life. Although women do face prob-
lems as they age it is not always the case that this inevitably leads to a poor
quality of life. Many women, through practices of resistance and negotiation,
maintain a quality of life that is not simply dependent on access to material
resources. Second, there is a tendency to mobilize western notions of youthful-
ness as a core ingredient of ‘successful ageing’. This reinforces the view that
happiness and self-fulfilment in later life are dependent on the moral responsi-
bility of individuals to reconstruct a youthful body, identity and social life. Self-
empowerment in this account is a technique of the self based on individual
willingness to access resources and participate in society (Foucault, 1984a).
Nevertheless, women who do not participate in such activities do not always
feel powerless or disempowered. Third, there is a need to consider the applica-
bility of concepts used in social gerontology to ageing across ethnicity and cul-
ture. The next section draws upon examples of women’s experiences of growing
older across ethnic diversity in order to illustrate the culturally located individ-
ual and collective strategies used to maintain control in later life.
Older Women,Agency and Control Across Ethnicity and
Culture: Different Notions of Agency and ‘Successful’
Ageing
Self-fulfilment in later life has been linked to a number of issues such as dis-
crimination (Aitken and Griffin, 1996; Bytheway, 1995), health (Markides,
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1989), family and friendship networks (Finch and Mason, 1992; Jerrome,
1981), leisure (Wearing, 1995), and housing and income (Arber and Ginn,
1995; Midwinter, 1997). In this section the experiences of British Muslim,
Dominican, African-Caribbean, Irish and English women are drawn upon, in
order to illustrate women’s agency in later life.
As discussed earlier, social gerontology has tended to focus on the negative
aspects of growing older. Yet for the majority of the women in this research
later life was not simply a time of dependency and loss of power. Good health
was regarded as central to quality of life across ethnic groups. However, despite
changes to their health, the majority of women maintained a sense of control in
their lives. Santokh, a 69-year-old Indian woman has arthritis and has had both
knee joints replaced. When asked about how it felt to become older she replied:
I like everything, everything. I am a free woman. I do not have grandchildren to look
after.
Similarly, when asked if her high blood pressure and arthritis prevented her
from being active, Sonya, a British Jamaican, pointed out:
Well I really can’t sit around and think about what I have because if you sit and
think of what you have got you get sick more. You just have to try and cope (Sonya).
Is that how you cope by not thinking about it? (Interviewer)
Yes, yes. Some day it’s good, some day it’s bad. But we are grateful that we can get
out (Sonya).
Marie, a 66-year-old British/Irish woman, who had previously suffered a
broken knee, resisted the potentially disabling effects of this:
Well I suppose it means I can’t run that’s one thing I can’t do since I broke me knee.
I can’t run but I can dance. I mean, I might go to a pub if there was a meal and if
there’s dancing I mean I’m up dancing all day, you know (Marie).
Lavinia, a 61-year-old Dominican, retains control over her health by attending
a gym which makes her feel:
On top of the world, you know, because my problems with my blood pressure. And
my doctor used to say to me, ‘you should exercise’. And then I started going to the
gym and it’s been a lot … lower. You get addicted to it because you feel so good. At
dinnertime I run up the steps and they say ‘who’s that?’ (Lavinia).
These examples illustrate how women maintain control and agency despite
health problems. This ability to get on with life is not simply a feature of grow-
ing older, rather it is present throughout the life course. Despite health prob-
lems, Santokh clearly regards herself as having more freedom because she is not
restricted by caring responsibilities. Correspondingly Sonya, Marie and
Lavinia, whilst not denying they are not as agile, are not debilitated by health
problems. Contrary to approaches emphasizing deficiency and decrepitude,
women are not necessarily debilitated by ill health as they grow older.
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Work and leisure activities were also regarded as sources of power for some
of the women in the research. A number were still working in paid employment
on a part-time basis. Others were involved in voluntary work and/or relied on
religious activities, television and reading as sources of leisure. Wearing (1995)
argues that leisure provides a space for resisting ageism. However, the meanings
attached to what constitutes a leisure activity change in relation to ethnic and
cultural diversity (Green et al., 1990). For example culture and religion influ-
ence experiences of leisure. To illustrate, religious activities, such as group
prayer or attending a Gurdwara, provide a space for socializing for some
women. For Nurri, a 58-year-old, group prayer was regarded as leisure activity
following her husband’s death:
I am Muslim (Nurri)
Has this helped you? (Interviewer)
Yes it does … in fact we had a lovely gathering yesterday in my house. I had about
thirty women in the house. They came and prayed for my husband. I cooked, my
daughters and my daughters-in-law cooked a lot of food, and it was very nice food
and everybody shared. We had a lovely time (Nurri).
Also Sonya, a Methodist, spoke of the importance of both the church and the
community centre she attended. She notes that although the church is ‘just a
building’:
When you go in you join with each other, your faith grow more, same like when we
come here (African-Caribbean Federation), you know. … what keep me going spirit
of God within you. Yes and sharing with other people because sometimes when we
sit here (African-Caribbean Federation) we can talk.
Gurjeeta, a 62-year-old, comments on how Sikhism influences her life:
I am baptised Sikh and value religion to guide me and have focus in life. My reli-
gion has influenced my life very positively; this has helped me to care for my hus-
band and cope with stressful events. I have planned days when I visit friends and
attend religious activities. These are also my means of socializing. We offer each
other support and get involved in charity work.
Pragmatism often informed the women’s approach to religious activities, which
created feelings of social inclusion, empowerment and autonomy. A sense of
collective agency was generated and this transferred into their everyday lives.
Yet the absence or presence of religious belief is not in itself a measure of ‘suc-
cessful ageing’.
Involvement in paid and voluntary work also generates a sense of agency
and control. Pat, a white English woman who is over 65 years of age, leads a
busy life. She cares for her husband who has a terminal illness, works as a clean-
ing supervisor for twenty-two hours a week and organizes a luncheon club on
a monthly basis. Pat says she likes to keep busy and feels that she has never
retired. When asked what she gained from working she replied:
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Oh I like the company I like the challenge and uh I’m not one to sit at home, I
wouldn’t find it easy. Well if I retired from that I’d be doing something voluntary. It
uh well it keeps your mind active doesn’t it? Well uh if you sat about like a potato
that wouldn’t be any good, well it wouldn’t be any good for me (Pat).
Marie-a 66-year-old Irish/British woman, also had paid work:
I have three cleaning jobs in the morning, which I go to. Well I had one in the morn-
ing when I worked at school and the other two ladies asked me would I do it for
them, you know. So I said I would because when me sister retired she got a book
and it told her if you’re doing work you shouldn’t just cut it off straight away. So I
thought well if I don’t do that I’ll be at home doing nothing … So I thought then no
I won’t be at home I’ll go into the charity shops and do something. But saying that
my pension’s not so good. Well it’s for holidays, if you want holidays and new
clothes you have to have a little bit of money to fall back on don’t you?
Both Pat and Marie are empowered through their participation in paid work.
In contrast to disengagement and role theory, neither of them regards their role
as a worker as incompatible with later life. They are pragmatic about their par-
ticipation in work; they want to be included in society, share the company of
others, go on holidays and buy new clothes. They are financially self-reliant and
this contributes towards feelings of control and autonomy. When asked if she
felt in control of her life Pat responded:
Oh I think so yes (Pat)
What makes you feel in control? (Interviewer)
Oh I don’t know … working, the car … I mean I’m able to take my husband … my
husband always used to do the driving but of course he hasn’t driven for ages now.
So I suppose I am in control because I’m taking him to the hospital and well wher-
ever we go now I drive (Pat).
Marie also felt she had some control over her life and this was based on a num-
ber of factors:
Oh the lot of them together, work, socializing, and good health. Oh I have when I
look at it yes (Marie).
As these examples illustrate, control and agency in later life are not simply
linked to the development of coping strategies or adaptation to changes in phys-
icality or environment. Rather, they are generated through a continuing desire
to play a part in and engage with the social world. However, ethnic background
influences what women prioritize and perceive to be indicators of control. To
illustrate, African-Caribbean, West Indian, Pakistani, British-Polish and Indian
participants were more likely to prioritize religious belief as an influence on
their happiness and fulfilment as they grew older than English participants.
Hence ‘ageing successfully’ was more likely to be linked to the spiritual fulfil-
ment and a sense of belonging within a collective identity which could be gained
through attending religious activities, prayer and holy pilgrimage. This con-
trasts starkly with western conceptualizations of ‘successful ageing’, where
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‘success’ in later life is linked to independence from others and the ability to
manage one’s life.
A freedom from responsibility was also an important element of feeling in
control according to Alice, a 74-year-old African-Caribbean participant:
My time now is my own, my time is my own now so I can please myself I can do
what I want what I like I do, you know. So this is the thing that makes me feel in
control you know.
Lavinia highlights a connection between being in a relationship and having a
sense of control and autonomy. Here she notes how becoming a single woman
affected her life:
When you live with a husband you never have enough control (laughs). Because
when your husband … well let’s say partner … you got to think of them so you can’t
say I’m going to do this or that so you’re not in full control, I think. So long as
you’re not single you’re not in full control (Lavinia).
Some of the Dominican women spoke of their commitment to their grand-
children and described this as giving them a sense of purpose.
I do enjoy looking after her because she’s a little gem. If I have to get up at six
o’clock or seven I have an incentive. I’m up to make sure she’s in. Otherwise I feel
sorry for myself. … I just lost my husband and it’s fresh in my memory. Five months
today. She’s there. I enjoy it because it help me. I enjoy it a lot (Kay).
Caring for grandchildren was regarded as an activity that contributed to feel-
ings of self-autonomy and well being by Josephine, a 64-year-old Dominican
participant:
Working is important because it keeps your mind alert – and if you functioning on
something – in your body you feel more alert and you want to get up and go if
you’ve got something to do.
It is clear that numerous factors contribute towards agency and self-autonomy
in later life and they are not exclusively linked to material constraints. Neither
is later life a time when women inevitably experience a loss of role, as social
gerontology has often claimed. Rather, changes in role occur throughout the life
course and are not simply restricted to growing older. It is also the case that
inequalities of race and gender resisted throughout the life course generate dif-
ferent understandings of ‘successful ageing’ and ‘quality of life’. African-
Caribbean and Dominican participants spoke of the racism they had
encountered and how they had to ‘stick together for survival’ (Dorothy):
They (the British government) asked us to come and there was no preparation made.
No houses, nothing. We had to find our own way. And some of the notices, there
were rooms to let they say ‘no blacks, no dogs, no Irish’ (Dorothy).
We gets older … when we came, I came here in 1962, and things wasn’t beautiful
… but at least we got over the hatred. And we tried to forgive and tried to live
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because we put God in front of us we were Christians before we came here. But we
go deeper into Christianity here more than at home. Because the things that we met
when we come here we didn’t have at home, the abuse the neglect, you know?
(Sonya, aged 71)
The different biographical experiences of women, their personal struggles, con-
nect with and inform agency and what constitutes ‘successful ageing’ in later
life. As Ransom argues:
The social and historical constitution of the subject is not a limit on women’s agency
but the precondition for women taking action. It is because and not in spite of, our
embeddedness in discursive practices that political action is possible. (1993: 135)
For women who have struggled against racism and/or class inequalities
throughout their lives, the desire to maintain collective identities and agency
remains important as they grow older. Community groups and organizations,
such as the African-Caribbean Federation and Dominican Centres, provide
older women with an opportunity to access social networks and organic against
local and national power relations. Just as importantly they provide women
with a space to ‘celebrate their specific cultural and historical legacies’, and rec-
ollect the struggles they have encountered throughout their lives (Sudbury,
1998: 114). This concurs with Hockey and James’ (1993) proposition that
marginalized identities of age, ethnicity and gender have the potential to gener-
ate power and agency that is simultaneously individual and collective. Given the
importance of such centres, the women were angry that the local council and
government bodies had failed to commit finance to safeguard their future.
In summary, this section has outlined some of the initial findings relating to
women’s negotiation of and resistance to potentially disempowering con-
straints, such as poor health, lack of income and racism. It is clearly the case
that these women are able to and do make choices about their lives. However,
these are not simply based on western values and measures of ‘successful age-
ing’, but are instead contextually located. Ageing ‘successfully’ conferred dif-
ferent meanings within particular settings and in relation to different histories,
backgrounds and experiences. For instance, the ability to make choices is
related to the cultural values embedded in what constitutes a suitable choice for
an older woman (Kabeer, 1999). While it is the case that access to resources and
opportunities is important, the cultural values that circumscribe women’s
capacity for self-determination remain influential in later life.
As this section has shown, participation in paid or voluntary work may be
a possible indicator of empowerment and quality of life for some older women.
Yet it is equally clear that the absence of this in other women’s lives does not
mean their quality of life is diminished, or that they are disempowered.
Definitions of what constitutes work in later life differ across ethnicity, as do
other potential sources of agency and empowerment. This means that concepts
of ‘successful ageing’ and ‘quality of life’ require continual adjustment and
reconfiguration. It can not simply be defined according to western values and
applied universally.
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These examples highlight the need to develop a culturally sensitive theo-
retical framework with which to analyse women’s experiences of growing older
(Torres, 1999). However, it is not enough to compare these experiences across
culture. It is also necessary to modify the concepts used to theorize ageing if the
significance of cultural difference is to be made visible (Kabeer, 1999).
Women,Agency and Later Life: Some Reflections
From the discussion it is clear that social gerontology has not only neglected eth-
nic and cultural difference, but has also failed to develop a theoretical framework
with which to analyse the connections between gender, culture and ageing. This
has occurred for two reasons. First, the emphasis on ageing as deficiency, which
is still evident in social gerontology, has meant that resistance to constraint has
primarily been theorized and linked to a western cultural celebration of youth
(Irwin, 1999). Second, concepts such as successful ageing, quality of life and
dis/empowerment have been used in a way that reifies dominant values.
Conceptualizing acts of resistance as something people do to simply avoid
ageist stereotypes reinforces the oppositional binary of youth and old age. Yet
it is the case that acts of resistance do not simply occur in relation to ageist dis-
course. Rather, as illustrated in the previous section, women are more likely to
be concerned about and express a desire to maintain their mobility. This sug-
gests women are more concerned with what they can do, than what they can-
not. Consequently, the way that power relations are experienced and played out
is related to a ‘multiplicity of points of resistance’ (Foucault, 1980: 95). For
instances such points of resistance may occur as a consequence of racism.
Resisting and fighting racism may be of far more significance to women as they
grow older than remaining ‘youthful’. This is evident in both Dorothy and
Sonya’s accounts of racism discussed in the previous section. The important
point here is that the individual and collective strategies used by women to
maintain control take many forms and this is related to ethnic and cultural dif-
ference. Unfortunately, this point is often ignored as it is assumed that the pri-
mary desire of all older people is to resist ageing per se.
It is also the case that despite the importance of gender and ethnic differ-
ence, the conceptual framework of gerontology is saturated with westernized,
often middle class, values. Indeed, cross-cultural gerontology has made the mis-
take of using concepts such as successful ageing, quality of life and empower-
ment, in a way that ignores the implicit (western) values they represent. In order
to move beyond this tendency we need to reconstruct such concepts within their
cultural specificity. Here, research that aims to examine the linkages between
gender and ethnicity is important on two accounts. First, it offers insight into
how culture shapes different constructions of ageing (Torres, 1999). Second, it
reveals the dominant values and beliefs embedded within conceptual measures
of quality of life and successful ageing. Much could be explored and gained if
gerontological conceptualizations were explored and re-conceptualized in the
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light of such observations. For example, the development of a theoretical frame-
work that recognizes quality of life as not simply dependent on access to mater-
ial resources, but also shaped by cultural values and beliefs that construct what
it means to be happy and fulfilled.
The concept of ‘successful ageing’ as a measure of a person’s fulfilment and
happiness in later life is highly problematic. It is clear from the data presented in
this paper that what constitutes happiness and fulfilment in later life is not sim-
ply related to an ability to ‘cope’ or to have the ‘right’ (psychologically based)
frame of mind as has been suggested (see Baltes and Baltes,  1990 for example).
Such an approach is based on western ideologies of individualism and the respon-
sibility of individuals to care for themselves and exist independently rather than
inter-dependently with others. Ultimately this means that ageing ‘successfully’ is
based on gendered and ethnocentric notions of what constitutes and facilitates
empowerment, autonomy and in/dependency in later life. Here the focus is often
on material issues relating to availability of care, income, housing and medical
assistance. Yet as the accounts of women in this paper reveal, a number of fac-
tors such as religious belief, respect from others, grand-parenting roles and col-
lective ethnic identifies generate collective and individual feelings of agency and
empowerment. Moreover, the western concept of self-autonomy is not as
strongly connected to quality of life and successful ageing as has been previously
argued. Instead there was a strong desire among most of the women in this
research for inter-dependence rather than independence.
Conclusion
From the discussion it is clear that social gerontology has yet to develop a the-
oretical framework that moves beyond an session with youthfulness and ageing
as problem-filled. It is also the case that social gerontological concepts are
embedded with western values and ideals. Consequently different perceptions
and experiences of later life are at best inadequately represented or at worst
ignored completely. It is not enough to simply add gender and ethnic differences
to the current theoretical framework. Rather, there is a need to re-conceptual-
ize the categories that are used to analyse later life, in order to provide an ade-
quate theoretical framework with which to examine the diverse nature of
women’s experiences of growing older.
This article challenges negative conceptualizations of later life with
accounts that focus on agency and the potential of women to be self-fulfilled
through a variety of means. These include participation in voluntary and/or
paid work, leisure activities such as dancing or attending a gym and religious
activities such as group prayers or bible reading classes. Importantly these pro-
vide women with an opportunity to meet; something the majority felt was cru-
cial to their self-development and happiness. They also provide opportunities
for the development of ethnic identities and collective agency For instance, par-
ticipating in a Muslim prayer group allowed women to affirm the shared values
and beliefs that constitute ethnic collective identities and agency.
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Most women noted how despite changes to the agility of their bodies they
were able to take part in activities such as dancing, walking, swimming, exer-
cise classes and other everyday events. Being in good health was linked to rela-
tionships with others, religious beliefs and being able to get out and about. In
this sense women’s bodies represented their access to being in the world.
These examples of agency are present throughout the life course and are
not simply a reaction to the supposed problems and disadvantages of later life.
Neither are they an attempt to remain ‘forever young’. Rather, they represent
the individual and collective creative capacity, purpose and agency of women.
The effects of material and structural conditions or access to resources do not
negate this type of power (Shilling, 1997). However it is also the case that the
needs of older women should be recognized and prioritized by local councils
and other funding agencies. If older women are to have a good quality of life
they need to feel in control of their present and future. This meant making their
own decisions, being included in the wider social and political arena and con-
tinuing to have a role in society.
Note
1 The research was based at the University of York in the Department of Social
Policy and Social Work (ESRC grant L480 25 4047). The research team
included Mary Maynard, Haleh Afshar, Myfanwy Franks and Sharon Wray.
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